Bronchoalveolar macrophages from patients with idiopathic pulmonary fibrosis are unable to kill facultative intracellular bacteria.
The accumulation of inflammatory and immune effector cells in the lungs of patients at early stages of interstitial lung disease has been well documented, but little is known about the functional activity of these cells, particularly alveolar macrophages. The purpose of the experiments described here was to determine whether alveolar macrophages from patients with idiopathic pulmonary fibrosis (IPF) differed from alveolar macrophages of normal subjects using a model system that assesses a component of cell-mediated immunity. Alveolar macrophages were tested for their ability to phagocytose and kill the facultative intracellular bacterium Listeria monocytogenes. Because this system requires the stimulation of macrophages by antigen-specific T-cells, it allows the assessment of effector functions of macrophages found in the lower respiratory tract of patients with IPF. Data showed that alveolar macrophages from normal subjects both phagocytosed and killed those bacteria. However, alveolar macrophages from patients with IPF phagocytosed bacteria normally but expressed little bactericidal or bacteriostatic activity. Further, we found no difference in HLA-DR expression by normal and IPF alveolar macrophages. Therefore, it does not appear that this defect in bactericidal activity in IPF macrophages results from a defect in the antigen-presenting function of these cells. These data suggest that alveolar macrophages from patients with IPF express a functional deficiency in their ability to kill facultative intracellular bacteria.